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ABSTRACT
Crumbs to Keep Them Full: Neoliberal Spectacle at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade
by
Lisa Gueldenzopf

Advisor: Justin Rogers-Cooper
The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade has been a fall staple in the U.S. for nearly a
century. This event has the potential to make a significant impact on national culture due to its
immersion in long-held traditions, the extent of media consumption, and the role of
advertising. Unlike many other parades and cultural festivals in the world, opposing values and
points of view are placed side by side, meant to be consumed as a single package. This thesis
argues that today neoliberal ideology engulfs the annual event, as seen in part through token
representation of marginalized identities. The parade of advertisements that highlight
multiculturalism as the cornerstone of exceptionalism can also be read as examples of departure
from these same values. The thesis argues that the spectacle nonetheless encourages consent for
themes that support an economic system in which wealth flows upward. The relationship
between consumerism and exceptionalism works to promote a culture in which the consumer is
responsible for holding up the U.S.’ place in the world economy. Finally, although the
Thanksgiving holiday is traditionally considered to be a celebration of a positive relationship
with Native Americans based on the myth of American exceptionalism, indigenous people are
hardly represented at all in the parade.
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I. Introduction
The annual Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade has been a staple of the holiday season in
New York City since 1924. The parade evolved through almost a century of culture in the
United States. This thesis will explore the contemporary meaning and symbolism of the parade
by analyzing its last iteration in the context of its history and through the interdisciplinary
framework of American studies.
The 2019 Macy’s Day parade took place Thanksgiving morning on November 28 . The
th

Manhattan procession began at 9:00 am from 77 Street and Central Park West, with performers
th

entertaining the crowds at Herald Square while the parade made its way downtown. Over 3.5
million people lined the streets to watch the parade go by and another 25 million people tuned in
from home (Gannon, 2019). This was the 93 year the parade took place.
rd

The lineup was a cacophony of brand advertisements, children’s characters, and
performers of all genres. Due to concerns about the wind, the balloons were each only partially
inflated so that they could stay close to the ground. Some of the biggest still managed to cast
shadows over the whole street. At 77 feet, the Red Power Ranger was the longest,
an advertisement for popular shows, toys, and action figures that have maintained their
popularity for decades. Two of the balloons making their debut in 2019 were characters featured
on Netflix shows earlier in the year, Green Eggs and Ham and Spongebob SquarePants &
Gary. Their parade cameos were sponsored by their production companies (Fandom,
2019). These camoes come at a price: it can cost more than $500,000 for a company to get a
balloon into the lineup (Gannon, 2019). One way for advertisers to get the screen time of a
balloon, without as high a price tag, is to create “balloonicles,” inflatable characters on
wheels. A dinosaur balloon was accompanied by three baby dinosaur balloonicles to advertise
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Sinclair Oil. One balloonicle depicted the mascot for the Aflac insurance company, the Aflac
Duck, encouraging children's customer loyalty who can appreciate the character now and
become potential customers later.
Floats can advertise using more than just characters, but whole conceptual worlds which
are meant to be aspirational. For one, each one can project brand values to the consumer
audience in addition to the product. Yet the 26 floats present in the 2019 parade were sponsored
by children’s television shows, insurance companies, luxury goods, and lots of food
companies. Nearly the whole traditional Thanksgiving meal was represented. The first float to
make its way down 6 Avenue was Tom Turkey. Green Giant’s “Harvest in the Valley” float
th

represented side dishes alone, as the 2018 Ocean Spray “Cranberry Cooperative” had been
retired in 2018 (Macys, 2019). Entenmann’s float “Everyone’s Favorite Bake Shop” displayed
holiday desserts for the third consecutive year. Coach, a leather goods company, reimagined a
Jurassic world for their float, featuring a fossil motif from a recent collection. Floats brought
children’s television shows to life, like Sesame Street, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and Blue’s
Clues. Children’s spending influences can only go as far as their parents are swayed by their
pleas, but that makes them a worthy target audience. The worlds of the perfect Thanksgiving
meal or a dinosaur world come to life plant the seeds for companies to be perceived through their
access to these worlds, instead of solely through the products they sell.
Like every other year, as the parade made its way through midtown the crowds waiting
for its arrival in Herald Square were entertained by casts of Broadway shows, and of course, The
Rockettes. Once the parade did arrive, it brought over 600 dancers, 1,000 clowns, and 2,500
marching band members. More performers came via float to share new hit singles with
audiences or to sing Christmas classics. A notable performance was that of Billy Porter, who
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sang on Coach’s “Rexy in the City” float. An Emmy winner, Porter was most well-known for
his role on the television show, Pose, about gay and trans people living in New York City in the
1980s; he sings about revolutionary self-love. On the LEGO float, NCT 127 was the first
Korean boy band to perform at the parade. The NBC hosts, Savannah Guthrie, Hoda Kotb, and
Al Roker, took multiple opportunities to announce this Macy’s cultural “first” (Global News,
2019).
As with most other years, Santa Claus was the star of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day
Parade. He closed the show, on his 3.5 story sleigh – the largest float of the day, cuing that the
Holiday Shopping Season has officially begun. Like many stores began to do, the Macy’s
flagship at Herald Square opened for business at 5:00 pm (Hanbury, 2019), just before families
across the country sat down to Thanksgiving dinner. Many of Macy’s employees volunteered to
walk along the parade route holding balloons or dressing as clowns, but once the store opened,
mandatory shifts were scheduled to cover the more than two million square feet of retail space
(Macy’s, 2019). Macy’s boasts tens of thousand volunteers who help make the parade a
reality. These volunteers are lauded for spending their own precious time on this walking
advertisement. That’s how culturally connected Americans may be to this tradition, and up to
98% of these volunteers return each year (Macys, 2020).
On the surface, cultural, political, and economic tensions are visible at the parade. The
conceptual worlds on display mask the realities that prop them up. “All-American” cranberrythemed equality presented ignores the economic politics that keep wages down in the other
countries where they are actually produced. Most concepts in the procession do work like this,
highlighting the denial of each company’s exploitative practices. What follows is a further
exploration into these tensions and their implications.
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II. Avenues of Impact
The Thanksgiving parade owes its impact to the interlacing of tradition, media
consumption, and advertising. Media and advertising go hand in hand, promoting and
perpetuating long-held traditions of consumer culture.
Before it was a Thanksgiving parade, Macy’s started a tradition of a Christmas-centered
event. The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade is lush with explicit and implicit allusions to
Christmas tradition. Traditions are passed down through generations, and while they often
evolve over time, their foundations endure. The holiday gained popularity in New York at the
turn of the 18th century, heavily influenced by Washington Irving, a writer best known for The
Legend of Sleepy Hollow and Rip Van Winkle. One of his other popular works was A
Knickerbocker’s History of New York, which was accurate at times and satirical at others. It was
here that Saint Nick, a patron saint of the Dutch settlers became Santa Claus, a satirical annual
deliverer of gifts to children (Britannica, 2020). Although the character had tongue and cheek
beginnings, his persona has endured and has evolved to become a sleigh riding, reindeer guiding,
jolly bearded man in a red suit, soliciting wishes from mall shoppers. For centuries, Santa has
remained a staple of Christmas, becoming a central part of the holiday mirroring the increasing
centrality of Christmas consumerism.
Another ever-present Christmas tradition with origins in the early 1800s is gift giving. It
began as a New Years tradition and primarily for children. As merchants began stocking these
items earlier, they also added religious items (books, souvenirs, and toys) to the shopping
menu. This became a positive feedback loop, wherein the religious communities responded to
Christmas gifts, incentivizing retailers to expand the theme. The marketability for retailers of
Christmas items and the religious influence worked together to turn Christmas into a gift-centric
4

holiday by the mid-1800s (Schmidt, 1995). During the explosion of Christmas shopping, there
were many who identified as “Early Shoppers”, asserting that shopping early shows respect for
store employees because they would be able to go home to their families sooner. These
contradictions within the winter holiday traditions evolve, still recognizable in the continued
expansion of the holiday shopping season and “Put the Christ back in Christmas” bumper
stickers. Macy’s parade bolsters this tradition by ushering audiences into stores, beginning with
a celebration of large scale consumerism and ending with the iconic visual of Santa in front of
the largest department store in the world. To continue along the parade route is to enter the store
and begin engaging in the tradition.
Indeed, as much as traditions can influence holiday celebration, media consumption
influences popular cultural and social norms and values, particularly among young
children. Traditions like Santa Claus work to attract children to the magic of
consumerism. Since birth, they react to children’s television programs in ways that indicate their
impact. Small children mimic dances they see and engage in conversation with fictional
characters. Even as young as one year old, they are connecting with and turning to companions
when something they deem exciting happens on screen (Roberts and Howard, 2005, pp. 100102). As they age, the media consumption of children continues to evolve, and social
engagement remains a critical part of the media experience. By the time they’re ten years old,
they learn from one another through media and popular culture. Vivian Vasquez (2005)
examined the relationship between children and the Pokemon franchise, finding that they did a
great job of retaining information and understanding complexities after exposure to the television
shows, trading cards, and video games. The social aspect played a crucial role in this study by
enforcing group opinion and interpretation. Engaging with the media in a social way can
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enhance the impact of the Pikachu (a popular Pokemon character) balloon at the Macy’s
Thanksgiving Day Parade.
Directly related to media consumption, advertising has a major influence on culture and
society. James B. Twitchell (1996), presents a poignant interpretation of the impact advertising
has on culture. He describes the way advertising and culture have become symbiotic due to the
increasing pervasiveness of ads. As the post-war ad market was expanding, consumer audiences
became so desensitized that the return on marketing investment narrowed. This did not slow the
increasing advertisement density because they were no longer used to sell products
anyway. Instead, companies had begun selling fantasies. Following the change in tone,
advertising went from being ingested as disposable junk to marking more permanent territory in
popular culture. Twitchell compares this to weeds in a garden that become so overgrown people
begin to address them as windflowers. This is most visible when asking young people to match
brand names to their cultural slogans (as opposed to slogans promoting product quality) - they
are often very proud of their ability to rattle them off (Twitchell, 1996). Pumping fantasies into
the ether can shift popular desires. This gives merchandisers a position of cultural gatekeeping,
“organiz[ing] a folk entertainment and charg[ing] admission” (p. 42). But Twitchell is quick to
clarify that this is not some kind of conspiracy sent down to the masses from corporate powers
above. He says that the people feed this system, consent to it, and benefit from it. As the source
material for aspirational worlds, consumers express their approval through their spending. The
fantasy of a system in which the accumulation of stuff has no victims, only heroes, is written by
consumers with disposable income for their own benefit. An admitted gap in this explanation of
the advertising culture is the complete picture of the product-to-fantasy environment.
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Fourteen years after Twitchell’s exploration into ad culture, Naomi Klein (2010) adds a
global economic context to the fantasy market. She argues that corporations are lifting cultural
markers from vulnerable groups to sell to those with the means to engage in large scale
consumerism. Brands themselves began to lose incentive to fuel the manufacturing of products in
the late 70s as offshoring labor became cheaper. Suddenly, selling the feel of the brand, and
thereby the culture it suggests, became front and center in the global economy. Product ideas
and brand ideas were created in the U.S., but maintained by laborers in countries with more
relaxed policies for employee treatment. For example, IBM said they create solutions for the
“small planet.” But while the executives make more money than they could spend, young people
around the world were working in subpar conditions to make that a reality. Echoing Twitchell,
Klein says that the accelerating upward distribution of wealth can be traced to how“ successful
corporations must primarily produce brands, as opposed to products” (p. xxxvii). She adds that
the brands slowly became empty shells for new signification - now Nike is a design and
advertising company that contracts out their sneaker production while retaining valuable
intellectual property. So as wealth concentrates, the brands become increasingly powerful, but
aside from product design their practical role in the sales and manufacturing of a product
diminishes. This led at first to harrowing working conditions outside the U.S. Nike addressed
concerns about sweatshops in the early 1990s, but now they can point to their contractor and
claim ignorance of practices in the production process, or that in fact the company’s interest is to
decrease exploitative labor practices (Klein, 2000). By 2014, Nike reports were not reporting
contractor wages, but using some of Nike’s own data it was found that many of its one million of
these workers were making less than $100 each month (Kish, 2014).
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Pressure to put a happy face on labor conditions remains important. A significant appeal
of consumerism is the appearance of ethical practices and values. To cheer for a passing
sponsored float is to cheer for a brand more than for the product, which can encourage that
brand’s cultural appeal. The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade audience has increased from a
few thousand to over 25 million, making it an American icon with many opportunities to reflect
culture and the power to shape it.

III. ON PARADES
While most parades have political and social overtones representing a singular view, the
Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade expresses differing, and even opposing, cultural values at the
same time. A handful of researchers in the fields of cultural studies, event studies, and sociology
have looked closely at parades and their meanings or consequences. Each perspective has
offered a useful lens through which to observe the Macy’s parade. The few similarities between
the following parades and the Macy’s parade highlights what makes the Macy’s parade unique.
Most parades that have received academic attention have been identified as avoiding
explicit cultural tensions by separating potentially opposing parties. The tensions present in
parades include working and capitalist classes, naturalized citizens and “others,” and consumers
and producers. The Macy’s Parade, on the other hand, aggregates all differing perspectives,
placing them on top of one another, causing them to appear harmonious while they are
actually cacophonous. Tensions between competing social values, corporate marketing, and
American exceptionalism create a parade kaleidoscope which can be interpreted in multiple ways
due to the multiple influences on the parade. This is noticeable in the 2005 parade when a Big
Bird balloon was followed by a Sesame Street float. The balloon was described as being tall
enough to dwarf the Christmas Tree in Rockefeller Center and the float was accompanied by
8

narration about the Sesame Workshop Foundation, a non-profit focused on children’s literacy
(Major League Pong Goods, 2014. In under a minute, there is an advertisement for a world
famous children’s show, a call to action to support an American charity with appealing values, a
reference to the powerful imagery of Christmas in New York, all in front of the giant Macy’s
store.
The growing field of Event Studies has provided frameworks through which to
understand certain aspects of parades, and in turn the Macy’s parade in particular. As Donald
Getz (2016), a writer of event studies, explains, the experience economy includes four areas of
attention - entertainment, education, aesthetic, and escapism. Each of these components are
approached through multidisciplinary study with particular concern of event meanings. The
people attending or participating in an event “can attach their own meanings to the experiences,
regardless of what others want them to experience” (p. 13). Corporations work to display
themselves in a positive light to produce brand loyalty and increase profits. These marketing
efforts can ultimately be interpreted in multiple ways by the audience, but the attempt to control
the narrative in terms of branding can have adverse effects in regards to social, political, and
economic discourse, particularly because of the brand policies that may lie beneath the
advertised surface. In addition to the outcomes, positive or negative, of a parade event, the event
studies field converses about event tourism. Event tourism is the way local events can draw
literal tourism to their locales, but more importantly, it is how events can be used to advertise its
place (Getz, 2016). In other words, the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade exemplifies event
tourism by presenting a tailored image of the United States meant to elicit national pride and
international aspiration. The most important event studies inquiry to the study of the Macy’s
Parade is that of cultural celebration. Cultural festivals are not marked only by the spectacle, but
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also by the deeper experiences that audiences are introduced to (Getz, 2016). The subjectivity of
public festivals is central to understanding event outcomes.
Daimyo Gyoretsu parades, a Japanese tradition meaning “lord’s train,” are common
across Japan, and like the name suggests, they are characterized by distinct parade
segments. These segments mark the delineation from one cultural group to the next. Framing
the lineup as the “lord’s train” creates guidelines positioning certain groups in the beginning,
middle, and end. Michael Ashkenazi (1987) studied the Daimyo Gyoretsu of Yuzawa, and
determined there was a lot to be learned from the symbolic group distinctions present in the
parade. This parade provides a foundation for understanding the ways that visible parade
logistics can produce a specific image of discrete identities and an image of shared identity
simultaneously. The most prominent symbolic distinction is made by the style of dress worn at
different sections of the parade. As much as the garb changes from the head to the tail of the
train, the difference between the separate, municipal influences toward the front is most
obvious. Opposition between municipalities is the result of funding and sponsorship disputes of
the parade. Areas with more economic power get to determine who else is included in the
parade, who may be relegated to undesirable stations on the train, and who is excluded
entirely. Most of the strong, local companies that participate are backed by a local group, the Go
Cho. With the largest influence on the Yuzawa celebration, the Go Cho state that what doesn’t
fit their worldview centered on profitability is often described as “just for entertainment,” with
the implication that it is unimportant, certainly inessential” (Ashkenazi, 1987, p. 49). In stark
contrast to the political and economic divisions visible in the parade, religious floats are spread
evenly throughout the lineup. The appearance of randomness of religious parade aspects threads
the segments together. The homogenous religious representation alters the symbolism of the
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train, adding an element of unity. Ultimately, the example of the Daimyo Gyoretsu of Yuzawa
provides an example of the ways that a parade can produce separate identities (like the Go Cho
or its less economically powerful counterparts) and common identity (communal religious
ceremony). The ways that identities are presented at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade can
also reflect the relationship between discrete and shared cultural identities. While viewers may
see their perception of the U.S. in the parade, either through representation of people of color,
pride in American brands, or even as a reminder of exploitative labor practices, there is a unified
consumer-driven patriotism on display.
The identities displayed in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade are revealed differently
than at the Daimyo Gyoretsu. Personal identities, economic positions, and shared culture all
overlap instead of occupying distinct segments. This overlap is a tool which often can reinforce
the neoliberal narrative. One example of this overlap is the Ciara performance atop the Teenage
Mutant Ninja Turtles float in 2019. The popular Ninja Turtle toys and action figures are
produced by Playmate Toys, a publicly traded company in Hong Kong which was incorporated
in California in the late 1980’s (playmatestoys.com). The minimum wage in Hong Kong is less
than $4.50 USD per hour (Sunil, 2019), giving their working class priority to be hired over U.S.
workers, although it is not enough to cover the cost of living. The Turtles float is a physical
representation of consumer consent to the upward flow of wealth distribution. Ciara, an African
American performer, sings her song Melanin while coming through Herald Square. This song is
a celebration of black feminine power with lines like “I stay reppin’ my team, my girls in every
shade.” While the consumer audience sees this support of black culture in the racialized Trump
era, the endorsement of the wealth gap hides in plain sight. This parade moment highlights how
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opposing values, both cultural and economic, can solidify consent for upward wealth
redistribution.
Unlike the Japanese parade which highlights tensions with distinct group separation,
parades in the U.S. have a history of ambiguity. Primarily using newspaper articles from 1789 to
1801, Simon P. Newman (1997) pieces together another useful understanding of symbolism in
early parades, focusing on the audience and participants in the street. By the end of the 18th
century, public attention was drawn to national politics. Integrating their lives with the
burgeoning centralized system, people in the U.S., particularly in the north, started to take to the
streets for national celebrations. These parades dwarfed prior local gatherings (pp. 38-40). The
evolution of cockades worn by parade-goers illuminate the ways popular culture can shift parade
messaging. Public festival was an opportune time for expressing political opinions and views
were represented from across the political spectrum. To a large extent, Black Americans were
excluded from street festivals. The response was an attempt at a separate political existence, but
they were met with swift erasure by white men insisting that their political participation was a
“prostitution of the American flag” (pp. 158). In the late 18th century, many parade-goers wore
tri-colored cockades on their lapels or hair to show their support for the French
Revolution. Once the revolution reached Haiti, tensions and ambiguities of the symbol
emerged. Some people, primarily black, began to don the cockades as an endorsement for the
freedom of black people, but for most white Americans black freedom crossed a line (pp. 158184). During this transition of public opinion, the cockades had inconsistent
meaning. Eventually, they were adopted as fashionable parade garb, rendering all meaning
opaque. Different views were all expressed through the same display, which is a trend shared by
the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.
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There is no gatekeeper of symbols at the Thanksgiving parade to ensure consistent
meaning and a homogenous appearance can disguise political discontent. The ambiguity of
political and cultural symbols is part of what drives the neoliberal spectacle present at the
parade. A main tenet of neoliberalism is that the appearance of racial (or other) inclusion can
quiet opposition. In a society built on imperialism, the accompanying spectacle of inclusion
disguises the racial and economic power structure (Melamed, 2011). For example, the
ubiquitous cranberry company Ocean Spray acquired Cran Chile in 2013, a Chilean producer
(Reidy, 2013). With ownership of the largest cranberry producer in South America, Ocean
Spray gained a major growth opportunity and strategic geographic placement while Chile
effectively lost a national company. Just a year later, Ocean Spray’s new Cranberry Collective
float made its first appearance at the Macy’s Parade (Fandom, 2018). A rebranding in the
national limelight soon after an international merger is almost a caricature of neoliberal
spectacle. The parade float carries the symbol of American success and growth while also
promoting modern commodity imperialism in plain sight. Like the many competing
endorsements of the French Revolution, Macy’s Parade symbols can carry multiple meanings.
On the other hand, Aleksandra Krstic’s look into the Belgrade Gay Pride Parade in 2010
highlights the power of the broadcaster in assigning meaning to a public cultural event. It was
televised on multiple channels locally, each of them making implied commentary through what
clips they chose to air. Two channels used a short video of a brawl between a handful of paradegoers to identify the whole parade, repeating only that clip without any other event
visuals. Television coverage framed the police as the most vulnerable group present, but those
who attended the festival had a distinctly different view. To experience the parade in person was
to be a part of a radically inclusive and safe environment. Officers keeping watch on the parade
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were stationed in groups wearing bulletproof armor and holding guns, while the people
maintained a safe environment (Krstic, 2017). These opposing views led to an increased dispute
for public spaces. Television commentators harping on the potential dangers of the LGBTQIA+
parade produced a large following to call for an end to visibility of people in the gay community
in the streets. Continuing television coverage positioning law enforcement as victims-in-waiting,
illuminated that the purpose of the police presence was less about protecting parade-goers and
more about protecting the image of the state. Krstic says the parade needed to “satisfy the EU
and cater to homophobic publics at the same time” (p. 5). This tension is present in The Macy’s
Thanksgiving Day Parade as well, but its strong neoliberal influences yield a different
result. With almost ten times the audience at home than on the streets, the tensions play out
directly on screen. Again, this is an example of a parade which is overwhelmingly interpreted in
one way, as opposed to the Thanksgiving Parade.
Some of the features of the Belgrade pride parade are shared by the Canadian Hispanic
Day Parade, another parade that has received some academic attention. The main debate is about
the occupation of public spaces. The Hispanic Day Parade takes place in a suburb outside
Toronto that is inhabited primarily by immigrants. Holding the parade in the place most
Hispanics live produces two results. First, there is an easier claim over the public space being
marked because so many of Toronto’s dwellers already know the area as an immigrant
locale. Second, it makes this stake that much more important. To lay claim to a public space
that a group is already occupying is meant to reinforce ownership and demand attention locally,
but it can also add vulnerability, putting it at risk. Like the Belgrade Pride parade’s tensions
were between the creators of the parade and its wider audience, here too the Latinx community
intentionally tried to ward off common stereotypes that the media or public could counter. As an
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example, they took extra care to make sure the parade looks organized from all angles to
specifically combat ideas that Latinx are lazy (Veronis, 2006). Again, the forward display of
alternative perspectives can cloud each message. The television medium not only reports, it has
the power to frame, confirming or denying acceptable occupation. When the Thanksgiving
parade is televised, coverage looks more like straight reporting, but it is because the tensions are
already included in the event. The neoliberal spectacle does not require additional framing to
present the appearance of both inclusion and exclusion. The same broadcast that uses tokenist
representation of marginalized communities also displays the explicit celebration of firms that
profit from the exploited laborers around the world.
The National Day parades in Singapore also have been used to mitigate the existential
precarity of their national identity. The parade is constructed by the government to promote
certain cultural ideas, most importantly that of togetherness, aiming to produce national identity
(Kong, 1997). While the Thanksgiving parade is used to both project and confirm the U.S.
community, the Singapore parade is engaged in an earlier stage of nation building. The parade is
used by them as an aspiration. A major difference however, is that companies, not the
government, create Macy’s parade content. The parade was also created to artificially promote
certain cultural ideals, but the large companies involved – overwhelmingly Macy’s and NBC –
are the entities producing the messages they hope viewers, as consumers, will absorb.
Past studies of these few parades provide a foundation for understanding the Macy’s
parade due to their differences. The tensions shown in the parade, the topic of this thesis, are
displayed quite differently than in others. Each of the events discussed above produce distinct
“sides,” whether between the national and local governments in Japan or the LGBTQIA+
community and their neighbors in Belgrade. The Thanksgiving Day parade does not outline
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opposing perspectives but layers them. This leaves the consumer audience to decipher the social
disputes – assuming they detect them at all. This signifies how neoliberalism spectacle can
conceal inequalities in plain sight. As discussed in the previous section, the ambiguity of
messaging can have a significant impact on the audience present at the parade or watching from
home. Any viewer can experience a sense of togetherness while each registering only certain
aspects of the event. One person may see the strength of the U.S. economy and the public's faith
in it, some may see the improved visibility of minorities, and others may be reminded of the
unethical production chains holding it all together. This complicated relationship between
perceived community and contrasting perspectives is also visible at sports events.

IV. KICK OFF
The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade is the most watched U.S. broadcast each year that
is not a championship sports final. When accounting for major sports championships, of course
the Super Bowl has the largest audience. Over 100 million people watch the Super Bowl each
year, dwarfing the 25 million parade viewers. The complicated relationship between perceived
community and contrasting perspectives is as visible at sporting events as at the Thanksgiving
parade. Understanding the cultural logic of the Superbowl is key for importing critical frames of
analysis to better understand the Macy’s parade. The Super Bowl consistently promotes the
message of U.S. superiority, often using brand image and community relation, much like the
parade does. The event exemplifies the way community entertainment can highlight
exceptionalism, heroism, and the transactional nature of such a large sporting event. The
spectacle is an invitation for public consent of neoliberal economics.
Super Bowl studies tend to focus on the perpetuation of the myth of U.S. exceptionalism,
that there is a unique commitment to “fairness” in American culture. In Super Bowl: Mythic
16

Spectacle, Michael R. Real (1975, p. 36) says that, “myths reflect… dominant tendencies of a
culture, thereby sustaining social institutions.” These myths are present in the Macy’s
Thanksgiving Day Parade, and they are perpetuated by the audience and corporate
sponsors. Personal identities can be reinforced or redefined by parade representation; celebrities
and companies alike have opportunities to be Thanksgiving heroes when the audience cheers the
parade float for New York Life Insurance Company. The parade is also a tradition engaged with
by millions resting on an American centered holiday. Real ultimately suggests that football can
have an impact like propaganda, and the parade follows suit. The Sinclair Oil balloon that has
been present for the last few years at the parade (Fandom, 2019) combines exciting spectacle
with the power of the oil industry.
Further, Real writes that the Super Bowl’s popularity can be explained by more than
interest in the sport itself. Out of all the television coverage given to football during a game,
only about 3% is actual gameplay. The rest is commentary before, during, and after the game, as
well as all the associated advertising. According to Real, love for the Super Bowl instead boils
down to a few main factors including personal identification, heroism, and community. For him,
personal identification with the game is wrapped up in individual connections to the players or
teams, either due to a knowledge of sport or to other connections like hometown or alma
mater. Heroism is also reflected by fan pilgrimages to the Hall of Fame or by the large swaths
of fans that favor a particular player. The community aspect of the Super Bowl is lived through
the act of watching it at parties with large groups of friends or family, and simultaneously feeling
as though the whole country is watching too. A colloquialism like “football season” reinforces
the idea that football is an organic, natural time of year. For Real, the Super Bowl, and football
in general, is a prime example of how the consumer citizen communes. Each team is its own
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corporation, competing in real time with hundreds of millions of dollars at stake. Popular teams
sell more tickets and merchandise, making the sport itself little more than brand
management. From an American Studies perspective, the themes of personal identification,
heroism, and community are examined primarily through the racial component. There is also a
component of racialization. Approximately 70% of players in the National Football League are
black (The Guardian, 2019). These players have substantial incomes, homes, and cars. Black
audiences can find heroism here too, through an appearance of an attainable dream. Not only are
most teams owned by white people, butand only 19% of football coverage is delivered by black
commentators (The Guardian, 2019).
The themes of personal identification, heroism, and community are present in the Macy’s
Thanksgiving Day Parade too. By providing visibility, even through minority tokenism,
consumer audiences of many colors, interests, and political beliefs can see themselves coming
down the street on Thanksgiving. For example, the 2016 parade included a performance by a
traditional Armenian dance group, Sayat Nova Dance Company (Fandom, 2016). Not only does
this mean that Armenian culture has time in the spotlight despite being a very small American
minority, it does the work of making other underrepresented minorities feel as though they could
be included too, allowing the fantasy to pervade for many though just one performance. When
the parade appears to celebrate unique cultural traditions, it reinforces the idea that U.S culture
will include all types of people. Minorities can see their inclusion in the wider community while
those in majority demographics still see a parade made up mostly by those who look like
them. Similarly, women make up approximately half of the U.S. football audience, but fill just
one third of the league employees (CBS News, 2018). Still, the slow increase of women’s
positions in the league can disguise how much progress has left to be made.
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Real’s mythic culture is center stage in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, and as a
national event missing a strong athletic component, team and community identity is explored
through racial and ethnic differences. The largest televised nationalist display includes some and
excludes others, engages in some social commentary and abstains from others, and ultimately
promotes one hegemonic myth on the surface with other perspectives underneath. In the 2016
parade, before cutting the ribbon, paralympic gold medalists were included as special guests
(Cuccinello, 2016). This cameo of less than a minute was the only representation of disabled
people, and it set a high bar for inclusion. As will be discussed in later sections, the tendency for
the parade to promote the ideal of inclusion intersects with the living experience of marginalized
groups, producing an image disconnected from the struggles many Americans face. Lauren
Langman (2003) calls this an “alternative reality” (p. 69) present at the Super Bowl. Just as a
slow increase of women employees paints a more progressive picture than the reality it
represents, tokenist displays of any marginalized group can distort the hidden realities.
Langman notes how the large spectacle enforces the “spirit of capitalism” (p. 65). She
says this is accomplished by the Super Bowl constructing its own narratives about identity and
“offering [limited] access to usually submerged identities and experiences whose pursuits are
utopic experiences of an alternate reality” (p. 65). In other words, the consumer audience
observes just enough underrepresented culture to believe they’re in a multicultural world. This,
she says, all allows the spirit of capitalism to flourish. As Jodi Melamed (2011) describes, these
visuals are critical for neoliberal spectacle, an important tenet of which is that the economy must
appear “fair,” producing a strong enough image of inclusivity that the U.S. keeps its title of
exceptional. In the parade, this is exemplified by moments like the Armenian dance. By giving
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this group a few minutes of national attention, their absence in media the other 364 days of the
year is seemingly resolved.
The Super Bowl can also be a platform to discuss social issues. Voices include the NFL,
advertisers, related non-profits, government entities (often in the form of Army commercials),
and others. Like Real, Babiak (2006) focuses on the community aspect of the Super Bowl. A
single event can link multiple communities together under the umbrella of Americana, reminding
audiences that their most important group identification is that with the nation at large. As
Lizabeth Cohen (2003) describes, this main identification is rooted in citizen
consumerism. Citizen consumers intersect with brands promoting their values, interacting
through the transaction. Both the Super Bowl and the Thanksgiving parade add to the
celebration of these cultural transactions.
Multiple NFL teams conduct community outreach campaigns, either centered on
charitable initiatives or the assertion that fandom is intrinsically a good deed. The attention paid
at the Super Bowl to the wellbeing of the community at large can produce an image of the
corporate brands behind the event that cares about the consumer as much as the consumer cares
for it. The 2006 Bowl host, Detroit, had months of NFL celebrations in the city meant to enrich
the community (Babiak, 2006, p. 214). The idea of corporate social responsibility in the sports
arena is relatively new – post 2000. There has been an increase in cause-based marketing
(Babiak, 2006, p. 216), meaning the advertisers and their advertisements that are used are meant
to project the idea that the league is more than just a set of corporations, but an entertainment
medium deserving of cultural support. Consumers, who are also active citizens through their
purchasing power, can make buying decisions based on the social views held by companies. By
endorsing values through spending, the consumer participates in the feedback loop wherein
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companies advertise popular values instead of products. This symbiotic relationship is present at
the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade as well, providing the same opportunity for companies to
advertise their brands instead of their product.
The artificial worlds created in each parade float revolve around brand “values” in order
to mark their territory in consumerism. For example, in 2016 a float paid for by the children’s
toy brand GoldieBlox depicted girls building and engineering (Fandom, 2016). The message is
that GoldieBlox supports women and girls, their abilities, and ultimately, that purchasing the toys
will bring these ideals to the consumer’s home. Itis an aspirational message, suggesting that one
can participate in a culture consistent with their values and beliefs through buying a product, and
by supporting the brand behind the fantasy. What makes GoldieBlox especially useful for the
spectacle is that it’s an exception: they’re an independently owned company without a trail of
exploitative practices. Similar to how group representation can quell concerns of prejudice,
inclusion of companies like GoldieBlox can tame criticisms of other companies in the
parade. The notion of consent is a cornerstone of neoliberalism and all ruling ideologies; here, it
is given by the consumer in the name of a social value, like support of women’s
empowerment. This consent is then refracted into a broad approval of the political economics
powering the fantasy. This brings consent to the maintenance of class boundaries. Active
celebration of a specific firm can reinforce the idea that companies are more than drivers of
profit. Instead, they become personified, changing the consumer’s relationship with the concept
of consumerism as a whole.
By accepting the cultural importance of the event as a whole (for the Super Bowl or the
parade), consent is also given to the other parts of nationalism that power
consumerism. Schimmel (2012) takes this approach to the study of the Super Bowl, looking at

21

the militaristic influence of such an event. She notes that the first impression of a spectator’s
arrival to the stadium is a thorough security stop. Since 9/11, this procedure has gotten
increasingly arduous - although the public consent had been given in exchange for a fantasy in
which domestic surveillance is a powerful internationally security tool. As she describes this,
“The physical planning of cities, the control of urban space, and management of urban residents
and visitors is being reshaped by a far-reaching “homeland security” agenda [since 9/11]. At the
intersection of all these trends stands sport: reconstituting large areas of urban space for stadium
and area construction, connecting city image creation to professional sport franchise location and
hostiping championship games, and increasing the normalization of military doctrine and tactics
in an attempt to control urban populations and “secure sporting events” (p. 161). The physical
planning of the Macy’s parade can have a comparable impact. With presence on one of the most
significant retail streets of the world, the imagery of the NYPD leading the parade reinforces the
role of police to protect retail in general, not just the citizen consumer.
The Super Bowl shares many cultural symbols with the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day
Parade. Like the culmination of a “football season,” the parade exhibits a kick-off of the holiday
shopping season, another constructed time of year. The spectacle of each event provides the
audience with an opportunity to implicitly express consent for consumer nationalism. This
consent ultimately supports more than the economics at play, it can also endorse the historical
practices that fueled the neoliberal economy.
V. MACY’S DAY
The context surrounding the Macy’s Thanksgiving Parade has had a substantial impact on
its evolution. By examining the history of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, much can be
learned about its role in popular culture and its evolution into the neoliberal spectacle it is
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today. Throughout its history, the parade draws consent for an exclusionary economic status
quo, in which wealth flows upward, by advertising a consumer landscape built on inclusion.
It started as a “community holiday event,” and ultimately became a celebration of U.S.
consumer culture. By the 1940s, many people referred to the parade as the Macy’s Day Parade,
exposing the disintegration of any holiday connection at all (Sullivan, 2001). Macy’s provides
cultural visibility through the celebration of American exceptionalism, if not dominance. This is
the beginning of a long pattern whereby the parade uses minorities to promote the American
exceptionalist idea of multiculturalism while simultaneously promoting American hegemony. In
1924, the Macy’s parade debuted. There is one prevailing narrative regarding the origin of the
Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, and it is perpetuated by Macy’s themselves. A group of
employees asked the company to put on the parade. Many of these employees were firstgeneration immigrants at a time when most immigration was from Italy and Southern European
countries (New York Public Library, 2016), and they wanted a way to show pride in their new
country as well as celebrate their new freedoms. This story was told in parade advertisements,
store marketing, and press releases (Grippo, 2003). This origin story immediately highlights the
cultural tensions at work in the event. While using advertisements which suggest the
appreciation of immigrants, federal immigration policy was sending a different message about
the value of immigrants in the U.S. While this occurred long before neoliberalism took hold, it is
an early example of how a private company can use inclusive values to bolster a specific
appearance of the nation, and perhaps even signal a more liberal future
In 1924, just before the inaugural parade, the U.S. Congress passed the National Origins
Act, more commonly known as the Johnson-Reed Act. This was an iteration of an immigration
quota law, further limiting the number of immigrants that could enter the country, particularly of
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Asian descent. It also added additional barriers to the immigration process. The law included a
requirement for immigrants to gain approval from the U.S. embassy in the individual’s country
of origin (history.state.gov, 2020). At this point, the changing nature of exceptionalism was still
making allowances in the name of the exceptional City on the Hill. The display of cultural
inclusion with a backdrop of exclusion cements the parade’s tensions with social realities that
have existed since the parade’s debut.
Also relying on the myth of American exceptionalism was the Ku Klux Klan, which was
at its peak in the early 1920s. Built on the idea that white Protestants are the “real” Americans,
the KKK attracted hoards of new members due to their racist and xenophopic beliefs and violent
actions (Rothman, 2016). During this era, many leaders of the violent group were elected into
positions of power, from local positions to U.S. congressmen. The violence went largely
unchecked until the rape and murder of a white woman by David Curtiss Stephenson, the Grand
Dragon of the Indiana chapter. After this, support for the KKK began to fade back into the
shadows; it was not necessarily because of its violent tendencies or biggoted ideology, but
because the financial unrest among white classes began to fade, leaving the Klan with little
economic ammunition for promoting grievances. The retreat was also due to victories of white
supremacists, including the National Origins Act (Rothman, 2016). The Macy’s Thanksgiving
Day Parade came at a time where the support of immigrants was badly needed, but it was used as
a marketing tactic by the company, too. After all, immigrants were also consumers.
American wartime was once a hindrance to the parade. In 1944 and 1945, the parade was
called off and the materials that would have been used, primarily rubber, were used by the US
military instead. This was a time when many Americans, including some immigrant and black
Americans, put aside individual needs to support war efforts (The National WWII
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Museum). Nowadays, war has almost no impact on the parade. In 2001, after the 9/11 attack on
the World Trade Center, little acknowledgement was made at all. During the introduction, host
Matt Lauer says, “We should start on a somewhat serious note and say that the devastating
events of September 11th linger in the minds of all of us and we’ll always remember those, but
as Americans, we will never forsake our traditions and our way of life and this morning we’ll
celebrate the 75th anniversary of an American institution” (Jay Marr, Youtube, 2016). Aside
from this single sentence, there was only one other short reference to the men and women in
uniform who were first responders on that day (Youtube, 2019). The parade was three miles
long, and less than four miles south of Herald Square Ground Zero was still on fire (The
Guardian, 2001). While it was once patriotic to sacrifice tangible goods, it’s now more patriotic
to consume them for the benefit of the markets regardless of the realities of global conflict. In
fact, just days after 9/11, President Bush encouraged a return to shopping and a trip to Disney
World to “enjoy life, the way we want it to be enjoyed” (Schiller, 2012). Patriotism through
consumerism has remained a central tenet of the American way.
To understand the cultural evolution of the parade today, it is important to contextualize
its origins, too. Around the time of the first Macy’s parade, “ragamuffin parades” were getting
attention in urban areas, specifically New York City. While their wealthy counterparts were
reunited with family and going to church services, the poor were drinking and dancing in the
streets. They saw the holiday as a chance to have fun and let loose and ask for loose change, but
the newspapers wrote that the street begging was a “malicious influence on the morals of the
children of the city.” (Pleck, 1999). Subjective morality controlled public space, determining
who is meant by “the public.” Since the time of the parade’s beginnings, the Thanksgiving
holiday has been a representation of the approved and disapproved cultural participants.
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Not all marginalized people went against the tide in terms of their holiday
participation. Some embraced assimilation while trying to maintain their cultures. In the interest
of Americanizing, families who were concerned about the alien nature of the holiday, mostly
immigrants, often prepared the traditional meal of turkey and stuffing, adding a bit of their own
spices or recipe. In public schools, Thanksgiving traditions were shared with children who
would ask their families to participate (Pleck, 1999). The cultural tensions are visible as far back
as the 1920s, with assimilation and Americanization standing in gridlock with pride for a
hyphenated American’s country of origin and traditional expression. In order to celebrate
corporate driven consumerism, the projection of cultural inclusion is key.
Part of the foundation for American consumerism is the idea of economic
individualism. Thanksgiving has been used as a rationalization for individualism since the
1890s, long before that same individualism was part of the consumerist argument (Pleck,
1999). Changes in culture caused by increased industrialization and commercialism seemed, to
some, like a dismissal of the family unit. Thanksgiving became an opportunity to return to an
“old fashioned” and wholesome past. A year away from family, awash in consumerism, could
be forgiven by returning home for this holiday (Pleck, 1999). The expansion of mass
consumerism after the second world war changed the futures of the holidays that were steeped in
it. As Lizbeth Cohen (2003) argues, part of patriotic citizenship was the participation in the
consumer culture. As this pattern continued and evolved, a change was taking place in terms of
branding and advertising.

The parade began by bringing people together as one Christmas-celebrating culture all
over the world. But they did so with a lot of “othering” and drawing attention to differences
between Americans and the other cultures that celebrate Christmas. Over time, the “othering”
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becomes less obvious. Token minorities are now included, but instead of added to the spectacle,
they are assimilated into it. This is where we start to see the neoliberal spectacle reveal
itself. While economic globalization expanded, these different cultures began to have specific
roles in the global economy. The divide between the global north and south become apparent
and it becomes much more valuable to feign equality with than to celebrate Others (Sullivan,
2001). This pattern began before neoliberal policy took hold, representing an easy transition to
neoliberal spectacle. In 1954, the Peter Pan float featured an Armenian refugee brought to the
U.S. by Macy’s with the consent of the State Department (Grippo, 2004 p. 76). This young
woman was displayed at the parade as an example of Macy’s generous support for welcoming
people into American freedoms. Decades later, the Armenian dance group discussed above took
the stage at Herald Square as one of the culture’s only widely seen representations in mainstream
Western media all year. Representation in Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade has followed
national trends brought on by a changing global economy.

VI. Consumer Christmas
One of the primary results of the neoliberal spectacle of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day
Parade is the endorsement of excessive Christmas shopping. Since its inaugural event, Macy’s
has been connecting the holidays with nationalist consumerism.
The parade marks the annual arrival of a manufactured season, the Holiday Shopping
Season. The Holiday Shopping Season has its own set of traditions and customs holding up
consumerism. Beginning as early as Thanksgiving Day, Black Friday represents the biggest
consumer spending day of the year. In 2018, this single day held sales totaling over $717 billion
dollars (The Balance, 2020). New artificial holidays have begun to make up the shopping
season. There is also Small Business Saturday, when consumers are encouraged to shop
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locally. Cyber Monday, the following week, is a day where online retailers advertise sales and
have large profit increases. One fifth of seasonal online sales occur on Cyber Monday. Before
the shopping season is done, there is yet another imaginary holiday, Green Monday, the last day
to purchase gifts online with the promise they will be delivered by Christmas (The Balance,
2020).
Leigh Eric Schmidt (1995) notes that the consumer take over of Christmas extends to
other holidays too. As Christmas gift shopping continued to dominate winter spending,
companies looked to widen the net of potential customers. This is one of the reasons Hanukkah
has become a well known Jewish holiday in the U.S. In order to reinforce the idea that “holiday”
shopping wasn’t only related to Christmas, the Jewish holiday that fell closest to Christmas
became a retail holiday too (Schmidt, 1995). The retail takeover of the Christmas holiday spread
into other aspects of the winter season. The whole season became a national consumer holiday
and it can be used to build the multicultural state and the tensions between competing ideas of
Christmas. Schmidt says, “The contest has revealed deep ambiguities in the culture fundamental tensions between asceticism and indulgence, simplicity and affluence, piety and
spectacle, religion and consumerism, Christ and culture” (p. 191). These debates are echoed by
the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade when Santa Claus headlines a national holiday and when
corporate sponsored floats feature pop stars singing Christmas songs. The result of these
ambiguities is an event showcasing the white, Christian basis that multiculturalism is built to fit
into.
There is a problematic divide between the joy of gift giving and the toils of gift
production. In the late 1800s, those in lower class jobs would work extra during Christmastime,
and typically weren’t compensated for it (Schmidt, 1995). At the time, child labor was a
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problem and some kids were spending their bodies and time producing the consumer culture for
the rest. On the surface lies “giving” and “sharing,” but underneath lies a group of people that
will never be able to enjoy those things, yet who will dedicate their lives to supporting
it. Having begun as a circumstantial problem, even now there is arguably less consent from the
workers than from the consumers. Some religious groups in the early 19th century noticed this
dynamic and tried to rally against it. The “Shop Early” campaign was launched to remind
consumers that the later they shop, the later shop employees had to work. By getting Christmas
shopping done earlier than the night of Christmas Eve, more people should have had the
opportunity to spend time with their families. There was a concern from religious leaders that
the Christmas spirit had come to be indistinguishable from the capitalist spirit. But over time,
this has swung in the other direction. Consumers now shop so early that the holiday shopping
season bleeds into Thanksgiving. And this time, there is not a prevalent, united front against this
practice (Schmidt, 1995). Consent remains key to hegemony, and by including all races and
nationalities in the production of goods corporations work to eclipse ongoing class division
through cultural rituals and spectacles. This eclipse works to train new immigrants into
consumer culture too, suggesting that everyone is invited to participate - as long as they have the
money to support a personal consumerism. Ultimately, the evolution of the holiday shopping
season contextualizes the neoliberalism on display at the Macy’s Parade. The message is that it
is part of the U.S. citizen’s responsibility to engage in consumerism.

VII. HAPPY THANKSGIVING
The Thanksgiving holiday powering the parade further complicates the cultural story the
parade tells. The Thanksgiving holiday carries most of its themes from the stories told of the
early European settlers and Native Americans. The way Native people are acknowledged (or
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more often, left unacknowledged) at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade illuminates some of
the challenges of promoting U.S. exceptionalism. Missing from the parade is the history of
Native people, and subsequently, the present. The absence of Native Americans in the
Thanksgiving story stands in contrast to the tokenist displays of inclusion granted to other
marginalized groups.
U.S. Exceptionalism has been a cornerstone of U.S. culture since the first arrival of
European colonizers. The nationalist fantasy works to assert that the U.S. was executing an
important mission of transforming the land and improving it into a unique display of freedom
and democracy (Pease, 2009). The original Thanksgiving myth is about peace between colonizer
and native, but Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz (2014) establishes a version of U.S. history that critiques
the larger project of U.S. settler colonialism from the perspective of Native Americans. The
traditional American storytelling hinges on the concept of Manifest Destiny, the idea that the
Americas were virgin lands fated to the European settlers. The myth serves to forgive the U.S.
for its genocidal atrocities by asserting a false equivalency between themselves and the native
people. This projected “cultural conflict,” in which the relationship between colonizer and
native is disguised as a relationship between equal and opposing groups, alludes to a dissenting
Native population, but still maintains the inherent right of Americans to expand westward. As
Dunbar-Ortiz notes, it was partly a lack of cultural understanding that led the Europeans to
believe this. They saw that fields were burned, for example, and assumed that this was a simple
waste of land by a people who did not know its value (p. 45). However, the story of the
Thanksgiving holiday focuses on sharing and peace between Native Americans and European
colonizers. The Macy’s parade has evolved alongside the United States fantasy, promoting
exceptionalism in their dealings with Native Americans since it debuted in 1924. The holiday
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story has a seemingly happy ending, and the parade reinforces the appearance that Native
American struggles are over, in part by not attending to them at all.
Much of the current cultural debates in the US were already underway during the times of
Manifest Destiny and conflict with Native Americans, making it an interesting time to look for
cultural Thanksgiving patterns. In the 1850s and 60s, one tactic used to destroy the Native
familial structure was to kidnap Indigenous children. Over 4,000 were captured from their
families. The tactic hasn’t changed but has transformed, with one example being the Japanese
internment camps from 1942 to 1945. In 2019, too, the debate raged aboutMexican and Latinx
children being held at border camps by Immigration, Customs, and Enforcement agents.
Despite this history and its legacies, however, military enemies are still code-named after
Native American figures. US military weapons are also dubbed Indigenous names, maintaining
after all this time, a commitment to the “othering” of the Native. In fact, no matter where in the
world our military is, unknown land is called “Indian Country.” Dunbar-Ortiz recognizes that in
the mid-1600s the English settlers could tolerate Indians in their area as long as they were
invisible. This is a mirror image of the relationship with Natives today. She writes,
“Multiculturalism became the cutting edge of post-civil-rights-movement U.S. history
revisionism. For this scheme to work - and affirm U.S. historical progress - Indigenous nations
and communities had to be left out of the picture” (p. 5). The Macy’s parade participates in the
latter form of erasure.
Consistent with the Thanksgiving celebration, the public had long forgiven themselves
for the treatment of Native Americans in early colonial times in the name of Manifest
Destiny. This apparent resolution helped to disguise the contemporaneous realities of the Native
experience even in 1924. Having taken place only 34 years prior, over half the living population
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was alive during the Wounded Knee massacre in 1890, known by the U.S. government as the
Battle at Wounded Knee. Exceptionalism allowed for devaluing people in the name of American
economy. Just weeks before Wounded Knee, General Sherman had made a public statement that
if the Indians would not work, the government should not have responsibility for them (DunbarOrtiz, 2014, pp. 155-157). This makes Wounded Knee an early template for the merit trap,
wherein the abuse of people could be defended due to their insufficient participation in the U.S.
economy, strengthening the implication that human value is rooted in a person’s labored
contribution to an economic system that is built to serve the wealthy. In 1924, when the parade
was still called “Macy’s Christmas Parade” (Grippo, 2003), the Sioux, and most other Indians
were forced to become U.S. citizens (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014, pp. 189-192). This continued erosion
of the autonomy and acknowledgement of native people was not addressed just a few years later
when the parade became Thanksgiving themed (as opposed to its original Christmas
celebration). The parade has the opportunity to shape national memory of history, expelling
parts of the American story that conflict with the values associated with exceptionalism.
Dunbar-Ortiz argues that violence and genocide have been built into the United States
from its inception, but the myth of “manifest destiny” tells a story which rationalizes it. These
opposing versions of the Thanksgiving holiday act as backdrops for its most popular
celebration. Most of the Macy’s parades include small representations of American minorities,
feeding the myth that Thanksgiving is about “togetherness” while the most relevant
representation is missing as the pilgrim floats move along the route. For years, there have been
only nods to the holiday when hosts on NBC repeat a short and self-referential statement, “as
you know, this is to celebrate the first Thanksgiving feast,” right before the two white pilgrim
floats pass by with a turkey in tow. There is no mention of Native Americans again, raising the

32

issue of reconciling such a precise erasure amidst a spectacle of inclusion. The Macy’s parade is
the largest display of the Thanksgiving holiday, increasing the impact of its messaging. In this
way, the story told by the parade replaces the history it is meant to represent.
The early stages of the Macy’s Thanksgiving story’s evolution followed a cultural
conflict narrative. The grand finale of the 1928 parade was the arrival of Santa Claus who
revealed the famous Macy’s Christmas windows of the year. It was titled “The Exploits of
Columbus” and featured marionette pilgrims and Indians. In 1936, one of the most popular
balloons was a “big Indian,” also giving clear visibility to the conflict, but in a way that tries to
celebrate a Native American character. Just one year later, the star balloon was a two-headed
Indian (Grippo, 2003, pp. 12-15). By the 1950s, the most popular television genre was
westerns. In 1957, the parade’s grand marshal was an actor from a popular cowboy show and in
1958, the parade’s theme was declared to be, “Westerns! Westerns! Westerns!” (pp. 7576). While the Thanksgiving Parade was continuing to present conflict between Natives and
colonizers, the story of the peaceful feast had been erased and was replaced by the violent and
racist trope about cowboys and Indians. This evolutionary pattern is very different from that of
the neoliberal spectacle. Over the first 30 years of the parade, the acknowledgement Native
Americans as a core part of the holiday continued, but the story of the peaceful feast was
abandoned. Part of exceptionalism is the belief that the U.S. is welcoming and diverse, which
stands in contrast to the other exceptionalist ideology behind the persecution of Native
Americans. The narrative of exception provides legitimacy for violent marginalization. While
the rest of the Thanksgiving parade highlights the integration of marginalized groups, the
attention paid to Native Americans disregards the current opportunity for equality, instead
presenting it as an issue of the past. As Pease puts it, “the state nevertheless needed the
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[exceptionalist] fantasy to solicit its citizenry’s assent to its monopoly over the legitimate use of
violence” (p. 12).
Echoing the erasure of the mythical peace, a distinct military presence exists at the
Thanksgiving parade. Each year, the NYPD opens the parade, starting it off by eliciting consent
to the state protection of capital, which is then followed by its spoils in the rest of the procession
of advertisers. Behind the NYPD is a Thanksgiving Tom the Turkey float adorned with
participants dressed as pilgrims. This history lesson, repeated in the 2016 parade, does not
mention the Native American protests that were contemporaneously going on in Standing Rock,
North Dakota to protest a corporate oil pipeline expected to be constructed through their sacred
land. The visual of a militarized police force leading a consumer parade on Thanksgiving works
as a declaration of pro-corporatism in contest with native rights. Although this is a modern
iteration of the taking of native land, it directly conflicts with corporate culture, making it
undesirable to allude to the issue at the parade event.
It isn’t difficult to separate contemporary culture from Native Americans because of the
way their history is taught in schools. As Robert Warrior (2014) mentions, the only inclusion of
Native American history in U.S. public schools is the early story of colonization, whitewashed to
keep the appearance that Natives were accommodating in making space for settlers. Ultimately,
students are taught that once colonization was in full swing on the continent, the native story had
ended. There is no curriculum about the current state of Native people in the U.S. He says,
“Students and scholars alike would do well to ask themselves whether American studies can
consider itself “American” without American Indians being much more central to how the field
defines itself” (p. 132). The resulting myth is a white washing of history, made to retell the story
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of U.S. beginnings as a fresh start wherein people of the past are replaced by colonizers who
build the country on the tenets of freedom, inclusion, and ultimately, hegemony.
The erasure of natives from what is arguably the largest cultural event in the U.S. stands in stark
contrast to the tokenist inclusion of other marginalized groups. While there is a national desire
to perform inclusive progress, natives are left out of the conversation because there is no genuine
commitment to change policies that maintain their station. The historical shifts identified by
Michelle Alexander, of slavery to Jim Crow to mass incarceration, is rooted in a change of
regime appearance regardless of substantive civil progress. There is no corollary to the history
of native Americans in post-colonial society, however. Absence of native representation in
media can have its own set of negative results. Children’s cultural identities are influenced by
media representation, particularly impacted by the identification as a process rather than a
concept (Marsh, 2005). Without a narrative, the missing native representation can add to the felt
marginalization by native individuals and erase part of the historical identity of non-native
Americans. To root the Thanksgiving holiday in positive relations with native Americans while
simultaneously ignoring them can send mixed messages and relegate Indigenous people to a
people of the past. In other words, the story of natives appears to have an end instead of being
ongoing. According to this narrative, the native story ended when the colonists “won.” Nonnative Americans are impacted by the depiction of natives, especially through the Thanksgiving
parade. White Americans are watching cowboys and Indians while natives see only violence or
erasure. By presenting Native Americans as a people that moved aside for colonists and then
stayed out of the picture, the erasure of violent history leads to the erasure of a violent
present. Currently, the average life expectancy of a native person is five years less than the
national average. Only half of reservation communities are connected to a sewer system
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(NativePartnership.org, 2020). When it comes to basic living conditions, Native Americans have
been left behind, and their erasure masks these current issues, making them harder to combat.By
eliminating the atrocities committed against Native Americans from the Thanksgiving holiday,
the traditions work to promote exceptionalism and move Natives out from the center of the story
of colonialism. This, in turn, disguises the reality that results in increased depression and suicide
rates among the Native population (IHS.gov, 2020).

VIII. SETTING THE NEOLIBERAL STAGE
Neoliberalism can take the form of a spectacle, and the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade
is arguably one of its main annual events. The show highlights the ideal of multiculturalism and
inclusion, while simultaneously sending messages that reinforce the economic status quo. An
economic structure founded on deregulation and exploitative labor practices, neoliberalism
has evolved since the 1970s. While wealth inequality grew and jobs were exported to countries
with weak labor support, the surrounding cultural ethos also adapted. By “performing” certain
identities, people can impact the picture of a unified multicultural culture. In this way,
‘performance’ as a noun shifts the meaning from an action to an “embodiment of identity”
(Manning, 2014, p. 190). We can see such performances in the parade, and we can read tensions
in their conceptual worlds that exceed the intentions of their designers.
Lisa Duggan defines Neoliberalism as a “utopian ideology of “free markets” and minimal
state interference, a set of policies slashing state social services and supporting global corporate
interests, a process (neoliberalization) proceeding in company with pro-corporate globalization
and financialization, and a cultural project of building consent for the upward redistributions of
wealth and power” (pp. 181-183). In turn, Nicholas A. Jackson (2011), writes that
“neoliberalism is the disconnected “on-stage” representation of exploitative practices that
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corporate entities attempt to keep backstage” (p. 3). This is to say that while the reality of the
working and middle classes have not arguably improved on a material basis, their perception of
capitalism, and their at least tacit consent to some of its inequalities, is partly due to the spectacle
neoliberal capitalists produce through cultural events like the Macy’s parade. The divide
between staged equality and backstage exploitation is center stage at the parade, and the consent
identified by Duggan is solicited by celebrating neoliberal economics in part through the
representation of the minorities that power it. Nike’s ability to go undetected is an example of
this. Labor practices went unchanged, but they were able to improve their reputation. For the
middle class consumer, this symbolic improvement is satisfactory. The dream the brand is
selling is profitable whether or not it is reflected in the company’s practices.
This discrepancy between a brand’s dream and reality becomes more apparent when we
look closer at the conceptual worlds the parade imagines. For example, Walmart called itself “the
world’s most multicultural employer” in one campaign, yet was contemporaneously exploiting
their international workforce in horrifying labor conditions. In 2012, a fire broke out in a
contracted factory in Bangladesh, which had not been monitored by Walmart (or the other global
brands they produced for). Over 300 workers were injured, over 100 of them fatally. As it turns
out, doors and windows had been locked in this factory, trapping workers inside. When
confronted by the media, the associated global brands like Walmart denied any knowledge of the
conditions (Fox, 2012). This form of structural racism, revealed by the corporation and
consumer’s ability to ignore such conditions, has become banal, part of everyday life. People
purchase bananas harvested by Indian Hondurans who are working at gunpoint – somewhere else
(Melamed, 2011). Another notable example is when, in 2010, 18 workers at an Apple factory in
China committed suicide. The working conditions were inhumane, and the plant had extreme
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security measures in place. The factory workers saw this trend as normal, while CEO Steve Jobs
declared the company’s nonspecific vigilance (Merchant, 2017). This is the same tension being
explored here in this thesis, in the conceptual worlds of the floats and the parade as a whole. A
company can count on the existing economic structures to maintain a cheap workforce while
simultaneously presenting themselves as socially liberal, distanced from the negative impacts of
their employees around the world.
In a still relevant analysis, George Lipsitz (2001) explores the pattern of outsourced
cheap labor as a structural condition of globalization. One example is that of El Salvadorian
garment workers. Hundreds of employees work over 100 hours each week in factories with high
concrete walls lined with barbed wire. The prison-like atmosphere is not only present in the
physical space, but also in the way workers are forced to make personal choices that coincide
with employer goals. Women are regularly tested for pregnancy, and a positive result constitutes
a job loss (Lipsitz, 2001, p. 13-14). Lipsitz finds that by the time a sweater goes through the full
El Salvadorian production journey, it may be sold in the U.S. for almost $200, despite a labor
cost of just 84 cents. American consumers are completely removed from the poor working
conditions behind the scenes by the time they make their purchase, allowing the reputation of the
neoliberal economic order to remain mostly untarnished.
The racism, or at least the lack of racial consciousness by the consumer, has evolved
through a history of racial economics as old as the United States. This is made possible by the
“spectacle” that neoliberalism performs, including during major events such as the Macy’s Day
Parade. This performance depends on a changing management of minoritarian cultural inclusion
within the nation, even as certain minortarian subjects remain excluded from democratic politics
and economic equality -- and even as racialized subjects abroad are ignored nearly in
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total. Indeed, this neoliberal performance is an evolution from prior forms of political
exclusion. This evolution is not substantially progressive, but by appearing that way, liberal
consumers can pass responsibility for the conditions behind the constructed fantasies.
This critique shifts our understanding from neat narratives of progressive civil rights
following the emancipation of the enslaved to a black president. While scholars can differ on the
origins of contemporry neoliberal spectacle, it’s arguable that the evolution from overt white
supremacy to the spectacle of multiculturalism began as soon as legal slavery ended. According
to Michelle Alexander (2010), “we have not ended racial caste in America, we have merely
redesigned it” (p. 2). In The New Jim Crow, she walks the reader through the first stages of this
evolution. Jim Crow laws were widely understood as a legal loophole to keep people of color
from power and economic success after slavery had officially ended. What followed at the end
of the Jim Crow era was a similar transformation, but fewer people identified the continued
legalization of racism as the laws regarding slavery changed shape. The Thirteenth Amendment,
known for legalizing the black vote, included a loophole that excluded incarcerated people
(Alexander, 2010). The transition from Jim Crow to mass incarceration is wholly described in
the amendment, a path for a replacement means of black persecution.
Neoliberalism itself is widely understood to arise in the 1970s during the New York City
fiscal crisis, the rise of financialization, and the offshoring of jobs that eventually broke the
power of private unions. We can see an accompanying cultural and political shift alongside its
emergence. The next phase began in the 1970s, with a new racial myth under the guise of the
war on drugs. Although there was little difference between drug use by African Americans and
whites, it became widely believed that the drug use and criminality associated with it originated
in black communities (Harvey, 2007). As nightly news broadcasts continued to show images of
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black “crack heads” and “crack babies,” a rationalization trap was set for disproportionately
policing black neighborhoods (Alexander, 2010). The spectacle began to gain its shape as the
increased police activity could be consistent with liberal meritocracy. By communicating about
racist policing in a less derogatory way, outrage over the actual practices can be quelled.
As the national conversation about race changed, the concept of integrationism surfaced
to accompany the meritocracy. Peller (1990) explains that the idea behind integrationism was
that the ills of racism come from irrationalization and superstition. These are the errors that lead
to individual prejudice and bias. The pervasive and racist myth, by contrast, is that there are
natural, biological variations between the racists. White supremacists considered non-Aryans to
be less intelligent, more lustful, and less civilized in general. Integrationism contests this bias by
suggesting that there are no true differences between the races. Rather, the ignorance and
superstition of racism is counteracted by the idea of consciousness and
rationalism. Integrationism posits that the color of one’s skin is nothing more than a genetic trait
and has no relationship to qualitative judgement (Peller, 1990). If a white liberal claimed to
support integrationism, then, over-policing blacks could be written off as a merit problem. If
black people are presented as “crack heads,” the argument goes, they deserve the negative
attention they’re receiving. The American prison system inflated and became disproportionately
filled with black and brown people. The optics suggested that black Americans were the primary
criminals, and ridding black neighborhoods of drug addicts would be beneficial to the remaining
residents. But in some areas, up to 80% of black Americans had lost basic rights, including to
vote, due to a criminal history (Alexander, 2010). This was part of a superficial racial
transformation, one meant to maintain the existing economic power structure. Jodi Melamed
(2011) referred to this as “a new worldwide racial project that complexly supplemented and

40

displaced its predecessor: a formally antiracist, liberal-capitalist modernity articulated under
conditions of U.S. global ascendancy” (p. 4). In other words, Melamed is identifying the
structure that uses prominent integrationism and tokenism to mask the continuing racial
economics behind the scenes. Again, by highlighting the types of inclusion that the neoliberal
economy can present, focus is moved from the practices driving wealth upward and
disproportionately negatively impacting marginalized people. In Represent and Destroy (2011)
Melamed writes, “Racial liberalism, liberal multiculturalism, and neoliberal multiculturalism
have innovated racial procedures beyond color lines, often incorporating antiracist terms of
value, so that “new terms of racialized privilege emerge (liberal, multicultural, global citizen),
along with new terms of racialized stigma (unpatriotic, monocultural, illegal)” (p. 2, italics
hers). A rationalization formula had emerged, and the concepts of racial discourse shifted to a
conversation about inclusion. Therefore, the liberal stance began to refocus as a pro-inclusion
movement. In practice, white supremacy could remain unthreatened; in any event, capitalism
adjusted
The debate outlined by Peller can be expanded to include other types of group
difference. For example, in France there are new laws prohibiting Muslim women from wearing
head or body coverings. This was proposed as another generous invitation into the dominant
white French culture. But, in fact, this does a huge disservice for integration. Implicit in the law
is the assertion that hijabs are less civilized and a tradition without value. Indeed, although Peller
explains the dichotomy between integrationism and nationalism in a way that is very particular to
race, and rightfully so because of the history it was created on, the ideas behind the opposing
ideas can be well translated to other types of minorities in the U.S., even without the same
pattern of events. Some Americans want Muslims to assimilate, others want them to leave, and
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others want them to be celebrated, as long as it’s not “too much.” In the U.S., the same debate is
still being litigated through the debate about affirmative action. Integrationists claim that the
way to eradicate racist hiring policies is to focus entirely on “merit.” Merit, however, is not an
objective concept. One group can have the opportunity to define merit, and that group is the one
with hegemonic power – the wealthy. Nationalists support affirmative action as a mitigator for
this problem, but for the influential, it is capitalism which marks the merit of a person. As Jodi
Melamed (2011) describes, “Differentiated citizenship has led to the dis- and rearticulation of
citizenship rights, entitlements, and benefits into different elements whose exercise is then based
on neoliberal criteria” (p. 138). She continues, “Mobile individuals with human capital exercise
citizenship-like claims in diverse locations, whereas other citizens are devalued and vulnerable,
in practice unable to exercise many rights and subject to the state’s disciplining and
civilizing/disqualifying regimes rather than to the pastoral care bestowed on citizens the state
believes more worthy” (p. 138). In other words, those with less wealth, capital, and economic
power are simply worth less than those with it. In fact, subtle racist messages are received well
by liberals, although they reject abject racism (Tesler, 2016). The mechanics of racism have
changed with time, but the output has been largely the same.
The motivations for designing a spectacle of equality partially began during the Cold
War. It was important in the Cold War era for the U.S. to project a positive image. The Soviet
Union’s efforts to discredit the utopian-capitalist fantasy of the United States centered on the
well-known racial inequalities. The U.S. response was to draw international attention to its
liberal culture (Dudziak, 2011). For the United States to lead a post-colonial world, it would
need to produce the appearance that the inequality of African Americans has becoming a thing of
the past. This would position the United States to appear as a “savior” for a world threatened by
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communism, and becoming the only country that had successfully addressed the racial and
cultural complications of globalism would give it more legitimacy (Melamed, 2011). As Peller
had noted, in the 60’s and 70’s this multicultural imaginary became what Melamed calls
“antiracism,” a relative of racism as opposed to an overcoming of it. This appearance of fairness
positions capitalism for its next stage, wherein many types of people in the working class can
enjoy the illusion of a meritocracy which keeps wealth flowing upward to individuals of all
racial, gender, and sexual identities. This is reflected in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade as
social tensions present themselves. This is reflected in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade,
too, through the mix of celebration of constructed fantasy worlds and celebration of the
corporation's participation in exploitative neoliberal production.
The celebration of outlying public figures can perpetuate the illusion of a meritocracy,
and the election of Barack Obama is another key example. Tesler (2016) observed that the
election of the “first black president” acted as a deterrent for him to engage in racial conversation
to avoid appearing “too black” and discouraging white voters. Obama spoke publicly less often
than most U.S. presidents did about racial issues (Tesler, 2016). Each time someone achieves
some upward mobility, especially if they aren’t white, there is more confirmation that racism and
classism have ended. Consistent with the neoliberal spectacle, Obama’s presence as the first
black president acted as a distraction from the economic policy he endorsed. After the financial
crash of 2008, Obama’s administration was tasked with developing a stimulus plan. Although
the Fed chairman determined that the necessary stimulus would need to reach at least a trillion
dollars, the final decision was under 800 billion. The difference would encourage cutbacks in
government funding and lead to lower wages (Whitney, 2011). The illusion of racial progress
that Obama’s election represents is further revealed by the economic policies that can be billed
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as unrelated to social issues, but which are perpetuating the political economics that maintain the
upward distribution of wealth, particularly away from people of color. After the 2008 financial
crash, the approved stimulus was just enough to keep the U.S. economy moving while shoring up
the power of corporations and the wealthy (Whitney, 2011).
The portrayal of a black president as post-racial and economically conservative embodies
neoliberal values. This was made even easier with the politicians and pundits who compared
Obama’s campaign with that of Rev. Jesse Jackson, a black candidate of years earlier with an
economically progressive ideology (Ali, 2010). In the parade, this pattern can be seen through
the juxtaposition of the police opening and the Santa Claus closing, representing the multifaceted
illustration of consumer culture. The Obama example is just one of many public figures whose
success does the same work of projecting the image of meritocracy, sharing the spotlight with
celebrities like Oprah, Michael Jordan, and Kanye West. The exceptions to the cultural rules are
put on pedestals as examples of hard work leading to success, regardless of class origin, race,
and gender.
The turn to multicultural neoliberalism wasn’t inevitable. One alternative to
integrationism was argued by black Nationalists (Peller, 1990). The nationalist perspective states
that the failures of racism come from the same place as the neutral norms of
integrationism. Black Power contradicted these neutral norms in favor of a celebration of racial
differences founded on power discrepancies between the races. The critique of integrationism
identified by black nationalism is that it perpetuates white supremacy under the guise of
equality. By removing the acknowledgement of racial differences, integrationists framed the
“neutral” standard around white norms. The integration proposed was consistently integrating
black people into the dominant white culture. Nationalists rebutted that there are true differences
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between races, not due to intrinsic value, but due to different histories and cultures. For
example, nationalists point out that “integrating” black people into the public education system is
merely removing black leadership from the education of black students (Peller, 1990). To
understand the risks of integrationism, one can easily look to popular perceptions of Martin
Luther King, Jr. adopted by many white liberals who did, and still do, use his legacy as a barrier
to prevent further advocacy for black rights. Often contrasted with Malcom X, with whom he
shared many opinions, King is now touted as a peacekeeper who does not condone tampering
with the status quo (Peller, 1990). The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade mimics this, as it
projects cultural inclusion so long as it is within corporate-defined boundaries. The corporate
influence on the parade perpetuates this through displays of socially responsible branding,
especially for those companies that continue to engage in devalued labor production.
In the same way that King’s name was used to deny strong black advocacy, Obama’s
name has become synonymous with post-racialism, when in fact his presidency may have
negatively impacted black Americans (Tesler, 2016). As soon as the election was over, this
could be seen in John McCain’s concession speech where he suggested that the first black
president was a sure sign of equality, and that there should be “no reason now for any American
to fail to cherish their citizenship in this, the greatest nation on Earth” (Tesler, 2016, p. 3-4). In
this moment, McCain told America that racism was over, and that they should thus cherish
American citizenship. And perhaps even more importantly, he drew a line between “real” and
false citizens, expecting true Americans to accept this time of post-racialization. For black
people, immigrants, and other marginalized Americans, the declaration of the end of racism did
not change the inherently racist systems in place.
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The concept of soft power might also help to understand the power behind neoliberal
spectacle. International power structures seemed to be perpetually changing, raising a question
about the nature of international power, although domestic soft power is relevant as well. Joseph
S. Nye Jr. introduced the concept of “soft power” to explain sources of a country’s power outside
of military or economic might. He says, “What is soft power? It is the ability to get what you
want through attraction rather than coercion or payments. It arises from the attractiveness of a
country’s culture, political ideals, and policies” (Nye, 2004). Nye suggests that American soft
power impacts the opinions of people living in the US. Like the way that faith in the economy is
said to help to maintain a successful economy, faith in one’s country can help to maintain
power. Nye uses the onset of WWI as an example. One of the reasons that Austria reacted so
rashly was because of a fear that they were losing power on the world stage. Other countries
joined Austria due to a fear of the growing power of Russia. Ultimately, these countries lose
some power, and plenty of lives, because of the fear driving their military actions (Nye,
1990). Part of a world powers’ decline is the psychology of the country that there is a decline to
worry about. This fear can cause the missteps that lead to decline. Also, now that economic
power can be intricately linked to the economic power of another country and economies are
linked, it is no longer feasible to use as much economic policy to impact international power
structures. As economies around the world interlace, an American company is like a team for
the country to root for in the global competitive economy. A country must still work with others
whose trade they rely on regardless of military or social tensions. There are simply more
variables than there once was, increasing the importance of soft power. Although the Macy’s
Thanksgiving Day Parade is not watched by large numbers of people internationally, domestic
perception of American power can still translate to actual power. Domestic soft power and
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nationalism are linked where pride for U.S. dominance fuels an extended commitment to
neoliberalism. Corporate nationalism requires these conditions to promote a culture of
consumerism and accumulation. A critical part of soft power that is not discussed by Nye is the
neoliberal, global capitalist connection between nationalism and economics. Although Nye says
soft power is external to economic power, they are actually related at their foundations. The
nationalist picture is painted by corporations with their interests at the forefront. At the Macy’s
Parade, the marriage between nationalism and pro-corporatism does the work of manufacturing
consent from the public for continuing economic inequality.
In the 2019 parade, there are many examples of the cultural tensions in question,
particularly in terms of the contradiction between minority representation through multicultural
spectacle and the concealed support or practice of policies that exploit or complicate the politics
on display. Peller’s notion of “cultural theatre” is also a valuable context in which to look for
further examples of neoliberal spectacle generally and the Macy’s Day Parade in
particular. Macy’s boasted the first lesbian kiss on the program during the performance by the
cast of the Broadway musical, Prom, about a lesbian couple. A moment like this perpetuates the
narrative that the U.S. is becoming more tolerant to the LGBTQIA+ community, but the
contradicting oppression was still occuring. At the time of the 2019 parade, LGBTQIA+ people
had more protections in the corporate sphere than in the public space. Human Resources
departments across companies, though often imperfect, added policies for the fair treatment of
employees regardless of gender or sexual orientation, but there was not widespread legal
protection against firing until 2020 (Nagourney, 2020). Arguments to ban inhuman “conversion
therapy” still fail in courts (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2020). The parade televises the U.S.
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nation that people can only access through engagement in the consumer system or through
employment in the corporate space itself.
As internal soft power and nationalism changes, so do its sources. Americans may be
proud of a growing economy or increased domestic employment opportunities. This can
translate into a pride of American companies who are leading those efforts or having success
selling products (or brands) in other countries (Nye, 1990). This is part of a large-scale
movement of power to private actors. The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade provides people
with an outlet for celebrating all types of American social life, including American
businesses. For example, every year, Sinclair Oil promotes their company with a dinosaur
balloon in the parade and even during today’s climate crisis the audience cheers the display,
ultimately expressing support for patriotic consumption.
By providing visibility to some and not others under the umbrella of pro-American
consumerism, the parade exhibits many aspects of the neoliberal spectacle in just a few short
hours. The contradiction between the inclusionist spectacle and the neoliberal, corporate,
nationalist guests of honor is how the Macy’s parade reflects a multi-faceted U.S. at once.

IX. CONCLUSION
The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade is a century long tradition with previously
unexplored symbolism. Seen by over 25 million people each year, performances and
advertisements can make a substantial impact on the reception of the national holiday. Hundreds
of performance groups, clowns, balloons, and floats create conceptual worlds which bolster
consent for the economic system wherein wealth flows upward. These worlds depict the cultural
tensions surrounding the event and the holiday. Media consumption can have a significant effect
on the way children engage with their identities, making the parade an important topic of inquiry.
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The way that advertising and culture intersect to promote neoliberal values is showcased
at the parade. Neoliberalism is characterized by free markets, limited state interference, and procorporate globalization. A primary way that these values are projected is through the guise of
multiculturalism and integrationism. By promoting advertising campaigns featuring
marginalized identities, focus is shifted away from the systems that maintain a class difference
between the global north and south. Instead, it can appear that the company is invested in
equality. Tactics like these redesign a caste system without eliminating it. The Thanksgiving
parade ultimately projects cultural inclusion as long as that inclusion is founded on the white
idea of “normal.”
Reviewing other studies on parades reveals what makes the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day
Parade unique. While many other parades draw strict lines between differing groups or
ideologies, it compiles U.S. tensions on top of one another. A float in the parade may advertise a
product made by black and brown underpaid workers with a performer who exemplifies black
exceptionalism singing a Christmas song. Another understanding of the event comes from Super
Bowl studies. As perhaps the most closely related event, the mythic spectacle of the game
echoes that of the parade. Remarkably little time is taken up by the sport itself, leaving room for
other types of influence. An annual spectacle, the Super Bowl shows competing corporations
battle one another through sport.
In addition to being a major televised event filled with pro-corporate themes of
integrationism, the Thanksgiving parade engages with the Native American identity
differently. Although the idea of peace between colonists and natives is the foundation of the
holiday, they are almost always omitted from the parade. In the early days of the parade, Native
Americans were represented primarily through tropes of Westerns. Cowboys versus Indians was
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even the theme of the parade one year. Nowadays, there is no mention at all. For the past few
years, the only reference to the mythic holiday is an allusion to the “first feast” copied and pasted
into the script without any comment about Native Americans. This serves to undermine
contemporary Native communities, framing the Native American story through a completed
story of U.S. exceptionalism and manifest destiny. The message erases existing peoples from
sight.
The Thanksgiving parade first debuted as a gift to immigrant employees, while
immigration quotas were being placed and the KKK was having an increase of influence. This
type of contradiction defines the parade and serves to further drive consent for consumer
culture. The “holiday shopping season” further illuminates these types of tensions. There has
been a long standing debate over the meaning of Christmas. While some aim to “keep the Christ
in Christmas,” others dive into the consumer trends, spending more on Black Friday than on any
other day of the year. By centralizing focus on patriotism of spending, the Macy’s Thanksgiving
Day Parade perpetuates consumer culture.

The parade may be different in 2020. With the global COVID crisis, it is unlikely that an
event that relies on crowds for clout will continue. On top of the health crisis, there has been an
uptick in social movements advocating for equal rights, such as Black Lives Matter. It would be
interesting to see how the parade would handle the events of 2020. Following the pattern of
overlapping tensions and neoliberal promotion, there would likely be an increase of floats and
performances highlighting racial equality. But like all the years prior, it would not have any
genuine impact on the upward flow of wealth produced by marginalized people around the
world. It would, however, disguise this truth and provide an alternate perception of the
consumer culture it promotes.
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